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the fire in every case ! But had they confessed to it ? Not
they. One didn't confess. One said : " The question of
policy made it imperative at the time." Or, better still, one
said nothing; and trusted to the British character. With
his chin resting on the sheet, Soames felt a momentary
relief. The late Government weren't sweating into their
sheets—not they—he was convinced of it ! Fixing his eyes
on the dying embers in the grate, he reflected on the
inequalities and injustices of existence. Look at the chaps
in politics and business, whose whole lives were passed in
skating on thin ice, and getting knighted for it. They never
turned a hair. And look at himself, for the first time in
forty years on thin ice, and suffering confoundedly. There
was a perfect cult of hoodwinking the public, a perfect cult
of avoiding the consequences of administrative acts ; and
here was he, a man of the world, a man of the law, ignorant
of those cults, and—and glad of it. From engrained caution
and a certain pride, which had in it a touch of the fine,
Soames shrank from that coarse-grained standard of
honesty which conducted the affairs of the British public.
In anything that touched money he was, he always had been,
stiff-necked, stiff-kneed. Money was money, a pound a
pound, and there was no way of pretending it wasn't and
keeping your self-respect. He got up, drank some water,
took a number of deep breaths, and stamped his feet. Who
was it said the other day that nothing had ever lost him five
minutes' sleep. The fellow must have the circulation of an
ox, or the gift of Baron Munchausen. He took up a book.
But his mind would only turn over and over the realisable
value of his resources. Apart from his pictures, he decided
that he could not be worth less than two hundred and fifty
thousand pounds, and there was only Fleur—and she
already provided for more or less. His wife had her settle-
ment, and could live on it perfectly well in France. As for

